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{Introduction}



Being happy makes a difference of nine years to life 
expectancy.1  A long term study of the nuns of the School 
Sisters of Notre Dame showed that a happy disposition 
lengthened life. By comparison, smoking only makes a 
difference of three years.2

Happiness is extremely important; it is often set as a personal 
goal, yet is by and large not directly addressed by designers. 
It has long been sought after;  Aristotle and the Stoics were 
concerned with eudemonia, a kind of happiness better 
translated as ‘human flourishing’.3 Happiness has been the realm 
of philosophers and psychologists mainly. If they can theorize 
about it, designers can help their ideas come to fruition. 

This project attempts to find opportunities for designers to 
help people improve their subjective well-being (the all-
encompassing phrase for the deep kind of happiness).  At the 
same time, it persuades against the unsustainable status quo 
activities of designers who seek to mass-produce objects.4  
Rather than continuing to design superfluous objects that fuel 
our current economic system but have potentially disastrous 
long-term impacts, alternative causes addressing different 
needs can be found on which to focus attention. Facing well-
being head on and unpicking what really makes humans happy 
may help alternative causes take shape.

‘There is everything to design, but not merely by the 
design of more things.’ 5 

Chapter One explores the context in which action is needed. 
Chapter Two will explain why it’s worth pursuing happiness, 
while Chapters Three and Four explore ideas of what does 
and does not improve our subjective well-being. Chapter 
Five includes existing work on happiness, and Chapter Six 
documents experiments conducted during the project, 
including one that uncovers a disturbing way in which humans 
find satisfaction. Ideas for opportunities for design are 
dispersed through the document.

1  Ed Diener in The 

Happiness Formula, 

BBC Two, London, 3 May 

2006 - 7 June 2006.
2  Nick Powdthavee, The 

Happiness Equation: The 

Surprising Economics Of 

Our Most Valuable Asset 

(London: Icon Books, 

2011) 22.
3  John Greenfelder 

Sullivan, “Aristotle on the 

Virtues,” Elon University, 

6 Jan. 2012, <http://

facstaff.elon.edu/sullivan/

nevirtue.htm>.
4 Designers are described 

as seeking to mass 

produce their designs 

in Hidden Heroes: The 

Genius of Everyday 

Things, exhibition, Science 

Museum, 2011.
5  Tony Fry, Design As 

Politics (Oxford: Berg, 

2011) 15.
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{Chapter One}

Context



1.1 Diener, Biswas-

Diener, 2008: 249.

Positive Psychology

Positive psychology is the relatively new field of study of 
how to make happy people happier, as opposed to making 
depressed people less depressed.6 The ‘science of happiness’ 
could be branded fuzzy and therefore unreliable since the 
feeling of happiness is difficult to quantify. To combat this, 
positive psychology uses the phrase ‘subjective well-being,’ 
formulised as so:
 

Over thirty years of research, Professor Ed Diener has 
found these aspects to provide an enlightening picture of an 
individual’s well-being. 

Important Figures in Positive Psychology

Much data has been collected from around the world using 
the same questions to give an idea of the difference between 
countries and within societies.10  The measurements are 
taken from what a person believes to be true for themselves 
– their 10/10 happiness level might be different from 
another individual.

To formulise ‘what happiness is’ is an interesting concept. Just 
knowing about this formula is not going to change anyone’s 
life.  As applied to design, the best that can be done with 
the information from positive psychology is using it as a 
springboard for ideas. There is no one ultimate truth, one 
ultimate meaning of life for everyone – it’s each to their own. 
The theory here is used as a basis for design work, to validate 
and contextualise ideas. 

1.2 Professor 
Martin E.P. 
Seligman, ‘the 
founder of 
the positive 
psychology 
movement.’7

1.3 Professor Ed 
Diener, ‘Jedi Master 
of Happiness 
Studies.’8

1.4  Professor 
Mihalyi 
Csikszentmihalyi, 
(Chick-sent-me-
high-ee) ‘the brains 
behind positive 
psychology.’9

6  “Martin Seligman on 

Positive Psychology,” 

Ted Talks, Feb. 2004, 29 

Nov. 2011 <http://www.

ted.com/talks/martin_

seligman_on_the_state_

of_psychology.html>.

7  Diener and Biswas 

Diener, 2008: 219. 
8  David Myers, quoted 

in Ed Diener and Robert 

Biswas-Diener, Happiness: 

Unlocking the Mysteries 

of Psychological Wealth, 

(Malden: Blackwell, 

2008) ix.
9  “Thinker of the Year 

Award 2000: Mihalyi 

Csikszentmihalyi”, 20 

Dec. 2011 <http://

www.brainchannels.com/

thinker/mihaly.html>.
10  One example is 

authentichappiness.org, 

where online responses 

to tests formulated 

by Seligman and co. 

are logged for ongoing 

research.
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Satisfaction Map

1.5 Breakdown of 

‘satisfaction’, from 

sketchbook,  in order 

to make differentiation 

between it, happiness 

and well-being.
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The Riots and Protests of 2011

2011 was a big year for dissatisfaction around the world. 
There were widespread protests and riots throughout 
England.  The causes are complex; they may not be yet fully 
understood, but it is clear there are problems. One cause may 
be that Westerners are over-materialistic,11 another may be 
inequality within society; researcher Richard Wilkinson has 
ideas about this that will be explained in Chapter Three (p20). 
These riots trigger the questions: How can a society grow out 
of this dissatisfaction? How can it become happier as a whole?

11  The World At One, 

BBC Radio 4, London, 10 

Nov. 2011.

1.6 and 1.7 St Paul’s 

Protest, 29 Oct. 2011.
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Problem of instantaneous culture

It could be argued that with the rise of the digital age, our 
culture of instant gratification is even more at odds with this 
perseverance. Communication is now instant, leading to rising 
expectations of speed and ease in other areas of life, such as 
eating. Perseverance might not be necessary in this context if 
it wasn’t for its usefulness in well-being. Design has played a 
role in bringing about the culture of instant gratification; now 
it can play a role in shaping a happier future.

Finding ‘enjoyment and purpose regardless of external 
circumstances [is] difficult because it requires a 
discipline and perseverance that are relatively rare in 
any era.’ 12 

2010-112007-08

34 million 
antidepressant 
perscriptions

43.4 million 
antidepressant 
perscriptions

28% 
rise in 

three years
12 Mihaly 

Csikszentmihalyi, Flow: 

The Classic Work on How 

To Achieve Happiness 

(London: Rider, 2002) 16.

Antidepressant use in Britain

1.8 Anti-depressant use 

in Britain.
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{Chapter Two}

Why happiness is worth 
the effort



The Benefits of Being Happy

Being happy has a huge impact on health – it makes 
a difference of nine years to life expectancy as 
aforementioned.13 One could even go so far as to say that 
happy people are cheaper to the state – they need less 
healthcare.14 Happy people are likely to survive longer after 
an illness15 and are less likely to die in car accidents.16 

According to Powdthavee, an economist interested in 
qualifying happiness in economic terms, there is a host of 
other benefits other than health to being happy.17 Happier 
people do better at work because they are harder working 
and less likely to get fired.18 They are more likely to find 
someone to marry.19 They are more likely to receive help and 
support in times of need, because people like to make friends 
with happy people.20

Philip Brickman’s study on the difference in happiness 
between paraplegics and lottery winners in the 1970s found 
that there was no difference between the two groups after 
a few years, suggesting that humans adapt to all change, good 
or bad, and return to ‘set point’ levels of happiness defined by 
personality traits.21 This is known as ‘habituating’.

The exception to habituation is when one is faced with the 
same problems continually. It is possible to make a near-
complete happiness recovery from a death of a loved one 
within a year.22 Unemployment and commuting, on the other 
hand, are continuously depressing, with studies showing that 
time does not heal these problems.23 Habituation takes place 
with reduction of thought about the emotional event. 

‘Perhaps time spent doing fun and thought-engaging activities 
with close friends may be the next best thing to the positive 
experience that lasts for ever?’24 Relationships and engaging 
activities are not as easy to habituate to. Designing activities 
that bring people together would be an appropriate response 
to this.25

Futility of searching for permanent satisfaction

13  Ed Diener in The 

Happiness Formula, 

2006: Episode 4.
14  The Happiness 

Formula, 2006: Episode 5.
15  Studies by Denvins, 

G.M, Mann, J., Mandin, 

H.P., Leonard, C., 1990; 

Levy, S.M., Lee, J., Bagley, 

C., Lippman, M., 1988; 

Krause, J.S., Sternberg, M., 

Lottes, S., Maides, J., 1997, 

taken from Powdthavee, 

2011: 174.
16  Study by Kirkcaldy, B., 

Furnam., A., 2000, taken 

from Powdthavee, 2011: 173.
17  Powdthavee, 2011: 

170-174.
18  Study by Diener, E., 

Nickerson, C., Lucas, R.E., 

Sandvik, E., 2002, taken 

from Powdthavee, 2011: 171.
19  Study by Marks, G.N., 

Fleming, N., 1999, taken 

from Powdthavee, 2011: 172.
20  Study by Staw, B.M., 

Sutton, R.I., Pelled, L.H., 

1994, taken from 

Powdthavee, 2011: 172.

21  Powdthavee, 2011: 98.
22  Powdthavee, 2011: 109.
23  Ibid.
24  Powdthavee, 2011: 124.
25  See P45 for a related idea.

What’s the point of pursuing, or designing for, well-being? | 1312 | Designing for Subjective Well-Being



It’s better to accept flow of feeling

Because of habituation, a constant good mood is near-
impossible. It should be noted that there is a difference 
between good moods and well-being. Well-being is the big 
picture; how an individual feels about their lives overall, not 
just in the moment. Being able to accept the flow of positive 
and negative feelings and circumstances can contribute to 
well-being. This idea may be derived from Buddhism. As 
Powdthavee, a Buddhist, says, ‘craving leads to suffering and, 
when our sufficient needs are met, happiness is nothing more 
than a state of mind, and one that we can train, given effort 
and time.’26

These ideas have been around for centuries, so why haven’t 
they been capitalised on? Perhaps it’s because this sort of 
wisdom cannot be taught in the same way that knowledge 
of physics or maths can in school. Each person has to teach 
themselves, and it takes a great deal of effort.

This raises the question of how people can be helped along 
in their journey to learning to train their own minds. Modern 
therapies such as CBT (Cognitive Behavioural Therapy) help 
people identify their thoughts and acknowledge them in a 
more detached way. This detachment is called mindfulness and 
can also be practised through yoga. Both yoga and CBT are 
gaining popularity in London.27 28 CBT is commonly used as a 
therapy for sufferers of depression; however it may benefit 
others too. 

Making therapies such as yoga and CBT more available would help more 
people begin to train their minds. A centre for brain training with a variety 
of courses with different philosophies available would enable people to 
choose their preferred method. This allows for individuality and could also 
facilitate social interaction. Centres of this sort available at the moment 
in London are either biased towards a religion or so expensive as to be 
inaccessible for the majority. Designers can envisage the system that makes 
a multi-course centre like this work, as well as the physical architecture 
and interior for the optimum social interactions between visitors. There 
is also scope to design programmes of events looking beyond traditional 
therapeutic activities. Documenting the effect that the centre has and 
showing it to the public may also help raise awareness of the importance of 
well-being and the possibilities to improve it. 

Opportunity for design: Accessible Well-Being Centres

26  Powdthavee, 2011: 210.
27  Kendra Cherry, “What 

Is Cognitive Behavior 

Therapy?” psychology.

about.com, 9 Dec. 2011, 

<http://psychology.about.

com/od/psychotherapy/a/

cbt.htm>.
28  Jane Tinley, “Why Is 

Yoga So Popular?” Aura 

Wellness Centre, 9 Dec. 

2011, <http://www.

aurawellnesscenter.

com/2011/01/24/why-is-

yoga-so-popular>. 2.1 Yoga class.
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{Chapter Three}

What doesn’t increase 
well-being



Wealth alone is not the answer

Over the years, conflicting results from different studies 
appear about the relationship between wealth and happiness. 
It is impossible to find an absolute truth on the matter – the 
best that can be done is to act on current information. 

A common Western assumption is that ‘the more money 
we have available to us, the more products and services 
we will be able to afford, and so the greater our chance 
of happiness will be.’29 We know this to be true in that 
wealthier countries have better healthcare.30 However, it has 
been shown that after a certain amount of money, happiness 
plateaus: well-being is no longer affected. Despite this, 
focusing importance on money has grown even in countries 
that fall safely on the plateau (see Figure 3.1).  After a 
certain point of wealth, it would be useful to take other 
factors to well-being into consideration.

‘In 1965, about 8 out of 10 college students in the 
US said it was essential to strive for meaning in your 
life. In 2000, about the same proportion said it was 
essential to strive for money.’ 31

80% 
said it was essential to 
strive for 

80% 
said it was essential to 
strive for 

meaning 

money

1965 
 

2000 
 

29  Alain de Botton, Status 

Anxiety (London: Penguin 

Books, 2004) 200.
30  “Richard Wilkinson: 

How economic inequality 

harms societies,” Ted 

Talks, Oct. 2011, 9 Dec. 

2011<http://www.

ted.com/talks/richard_

wilkinson.html>.

3.1 Happiness Plateau.

3.2 Money versus 

meaning.
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31  The Happiness 

Formula, 2006: Episode 3.



Iceland

IrelandNorwayCosta Rica

MexicoSwitzerlandColumbiaDenmark

CanadaDenmark

3.3 Iceland - Mexico:  Top 

five happiest countries, 

World Database of 

Happiness, 2000-8. 

3.4 Costa Rica - Canada: 

Top five happiest 

countries, Happy Planet 

Index 2.0, 2009 (based 

on environmental 

efficiancy of happiness, 

New Economics 

Foundation).

According to Diener, materialism has a negative impact on 
well-being:  ‘…in South Korea, subjective well-being is low 
despite its economic prosperity… on a scale of 1 to 9 how 
much they value material wealth,’36 South Koreans scored 
7.24 on average – that’s high relative to other economically 
flourishing countries. ‘Anger and depression are widespread 
in South Korea, and the suicide rate is the highest of the 34 
richest nations in the world.’37

For an anecdotal example about materialism, Paul Johnson 
abandoned his life as a hot-shot city marketer for a rural 
Scottish simple life – a life he finds more complete. ‘I think 
the message that comes out through advertising… is that I 
am not a complete man unless I have achieved this aftershave, 
or this particular car, and it didn’t really make me happy. If 
anything, it made me more unhappy because I was caught 
in that trap of having to get this to be complete.  And if 
I couldn’t get it, the feeling’s there perhaps of personal 
inadequacy. I’m not quite as good, I can’t achieve this, I don’t 
have this salary or this house or two holidays a year.’38 

32  Powdthavee, 2011: 43.
33  Powdthavee, 2011: 40.
34  Scott and Mann, 

2011: 100-1.
35  Wilkinson, Ted Talks, 2011.

Materialism is not the answer

20 | Designing for Subjective Well-Being What doesn’t increase well-being | 21

If everyone in one country got richer together, they 
would not all necessarily become happier:32 however, 
relative wealth within a country and even within one’s 
neighbourhood does make a difference.33 Generally richer 
people within a society are happier, and richer countries are 
happier than poorer ones.34

Richard Wilkinson is a researcher specialising in social 
inequalities and how they affect health. From new research 
dating to the 2000s, he points out that Japan and the Nordic 
countries have high scores for well-being and also have a 
smaller wealth gap within their society compared to the UK 
and the USA. 35  Social equality may be a better indication of 
well-being than the country’s overall wealth. Norway and 
Sweden tax the wealthier more to close the gap, and the 
wealthier are happy for this to happen, whereas in Japan their 
salaries are more similar to begin with. 

In our wealthy but unequal society (both relative to other 
countries), there is scope to work towards a smaller wealth 
gap, and also a realisation of whether consumerism really 
does make people happy now. It is inevitable that our needs 
will have evolved from the post-war austerity when we 
needed consumerism. 

36  Suzann Pileggi 

Pawelski, “The Many 

Faces of Happiness,” 

Scientific American Mind 

[New York], Sept./Oct. 

2011: 53.
37  Ibid.
38  The Happiness 

Formula, 2006: Episode 3.



‘The Story Of Stuff ’39 explains the cycle of materialism.  Annie 
Leonard explains the corrupt system through the succinct 
film; here are some stills from it.

The Story Of Stuff

The government’s job is to take care 
of us...

People are paying with their future and 
health.

The Golden Arrrow of Consumption.

Who is really paying for this cheap 
product? not me...

1% of products are still in use 6 months 
after sale in the US.

... but corporations are bigger than 
governments.

This is our system of stuff.

How do we keep prices so low?

We have more stuff but less time for 
what really makes us happy.

National happiness peaked in the 
1950s... 

We are a system in crisis. What we need to chuck is that old-
school throwaway mindset.

...just as post-war consumption 
increase was kicking in.

...we go and buy something to make 
ourselves feel better...

...then have to work for that money, 
then watch more TV with more ads.

22 | Designing for Subjective Well-Being What doesn’t increase well-being | 23

We’re told by adverts that if we don’t have the right stuff, we are wrong so...

39 “The Story of Stuff: 

How Things Work, About 

Stuff,” PsycheTruth, 12 

Jul. 2008, 7 Jan. 2012 

<http://www.youtube.com/

watch?v=gLBE5QAYXp8>.

3.5 The Story of Stuff.



Case Study of materialism making a society more unhappy

After America was found, Native Americans were taught 
to be consumers by the European newcomers that wanted 
them to bring them animal skins. Before, the Native American 
society was ‘materially simple, but psychologically rewarding: 
communities were small, close-knit, egalitarian, religious, 
playful and martial.’40  But when they were introduced to what 
the Europeans brought, their wisdom no longer mattered – 
their ownership of possessions did. The problem: ‘happiness 
did not increase.’41

‘The Indians, no different in their psychological make up from 
other humans, succumbed to the easy lures of the trinkets of 
modern civilization and ceased listening to the quiet voices 
that spoke of the modest pleasures of the community and of 
the beauty of the empty canyons at dusk.’42

Over time the Native Americans started to deem second TVs 
and dishwashers as necessary objects. Adverts ‘fail to mention 
our tendency to cease appreciating anything after owning it a 
short while.’43

‘We are tempted to believe that certain achievements and 
possessions will guarantee us an enduring satisfaction. We 
are led to imagine ourselves scaling the steep sides of the 
cliff face of happiness to reach a wide, high plateau on which 
to continue our lives; we are not reminded that soon after 
reaching the summit we will be called down again into fresh 
lowlands of anxiety and desire.’44 Satisfaction is a feeling; it must 
be maintained to be kept. Subjective well-being involves making 
the most of the ups and downs of day-to-day emotions.

40  de Botton, 2004: 202.
41  de Botton, 2004: 202.
42  Ibid.
43  de Botton, 2004: 205.
44  de Botton, 2004: 207.
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3.6 Percieved satisfaction 

and reality.



Winning does not satisfy by itself

Andre Agassi, the former number one tennis player in the 
world, said ‘a win doesn’t feel as good as a loss feels bad, and 
the good feeling doesn’t last as long as the bad. Not even 
close.’45 Humans habituate to good and bad feelings, but 
perhaps habituation is faster with the good ones.  

Csikszentmihalyi said of Americans in the 1980s: ‘wealth, 
power, and sex become the chief goals that give direction 
to their strivings.46 [Yet] after each success it becomes 
clearer that money, power, status and possessions do not, by 
themselves, necessarily add one iota to the quality of life.47…
When we see people who are rich, famous, or good-looking, 
we tend to assume that their lives are rewarding’48 and this 
leads us into thinking that we could find happiness if only 
we were famous. Studies are showing that young people 
increasingly have goals to be rich and famous, and are more 
pleasure-driven than the previous generation who laid more 
focus on trying to find meaning.49

The problem with this is that we ‘may encounter thousands of 
potentially fulfilling experiences, but [we fail] to notice them 
because they are not the things [we desire]… [we] keeps 
reaching for a prize that always dissolves in [our] hands.’50

Rather than being completely focused on the prize, 
Csikszentmihalyi suggests that enjoying the pursuit is the 
way to have better subjective well-being.  ‘Competition is 
enjoyable only when it is a means to perfect one’s skills; when 
it becomes an end in itself, it ceases to be fun.’51 

If enjoying the pursuit of a win is more enjoyable than the winning itself, 
we need to shift our focus. Where are we taught that we must achieve, but 
it’s not as important to enjoy the pursuit? One source is school. Teaching 
children to enjoy the process of learning, rather than being focused on their 
exam results, may help them enjoy their lives more as adults and tackle the 
problem of truancy. Designers can design teaching tools; working with the 
government, they can also contribute practical ideas about how school is 
taught and regulated through the country. The current system of education 
has evolved through time, but has also been consciously designed, although 
not by designers. Perhaps a creative approach from designers could help.

Opportunity for design:  Enjoy the pursuit

45  Powdthavee, 2011: 111.
46  Csikszentmihalyi, 

2002: 8.
47  Csikszentmihalyi, 

2002: 13.
48  Csikszentmihalyi, 

2001: 44.
49  Pew Research Centre 

studies on 18- to 25-year 

olds, quoted by Winifred 

Gallagher, Rapt: Attention 

and the Focused Life 

(New York: Penguin 

Group, 2009) 213.
50  Csikszentmihalyi, 

2002: 18.
51  Csikszentmihalyi, 

2002: 15.
3.7 North London 

Rudolf Steiner School.
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Making Happiness A Political Issue

David Cameron launched the Happiness Index Campaign 
in 2010. 

The initial results at the beginning of December 2011 were 
that 76% of people said they were 7/10 happy or higher, 
according to The Office of National Statistics.52

1%
1%

1%

2%

3%

9%

8%

18%

29%

14%

14%

0
1
2
3
4
5
6
7
8
9
10

76%
7/10 or above

Life Satisfaction 
out of 10

The sample size was under 4,200 in total.  The questions were 
asked just before the London riots and government spending 
cuts. It is questionable, given the small sample size and timing, 
whether the results are representative of our country. 
Further surveys are to be carried out. 

It is positive that government are taking an interest in well-
being. Hopefully this is the start of a shift of focus. Perhaps 
now there is more likelihood of funding for organisations 
taking action in ways that produce measurable improvements 
in happiness. 

Powdthavee argues that introducing a happiness index 
to governments may be a bad move. It would be easy for 
overly competitive governments to influence the index by 
giving out low interest loans without raising the awareness 
of the potential damage of conspicuous consumption to 
their lives. This would make people happy now but not later. 
Powdthavee suggests that it would be better for individuals 
to be aware of happiness research rather than introducing it 
to government policy.53

Fry, director of the sustainment consultancy D/E/S and design 
lecturer at Queensland College of Art, argues that ‘design 
action is political action that can establish realizable social, 
cultural and economic circumstances’.54  Through the channels 
of design changes can be made: happiness could be a design 
issue without political clouding.

52  “Initial investigation 

into Subjective Well-being 

from the Opinions 

Survey,” Office of 

National Statistics, 1 

Dec. 2011, 13 Dec. 

2011 <http://www.ons.

gov.uk/ons/rel/wellbeing/

measuring-subjective-

wellbeing-in-the-uk/

investigation-of-subjective-

well-being-data-from-

the-ons-opinions-survey/

initial-investigation-into-

subjective-well-being-from-

the-opinions-survey.html>.
53  Powdthavee, 2011: 199.
54  Fry, 2011: 94.

3.8 Many of us are 

7/10 happy or over in 

the UK, according to 

initial research.



{Chapter Four}

What does increase 
well-being



General pointers for well-being

Happiness is very subjective, which makes it a challenge to 
design for. However, general pointers do exist. According 
to Richard Layard, a British economist, factors that affect 
happiness include:

Family relationships.
Financial status.
Work status (job security).

Community and friends.
Health.
Personal freedom.
Personal values (having meaning in your life. People 
who believe in God score a little bit higher).55

 

55  Scott and Mann, 

2010: 100-1.
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Flow

Mihaly Csikszentmihalyi’s idea of ‘flow’ is important in 
the field of positive psychology. It means being absorbed 
in a process, where the challenge matches your ability to 
complete the task. For example, when a painter paints, 
they are ‘in flow.’ The point of flow is the process, not the 
outcome. Painters might look at their finished painting for a 
few minutes, but will move on to the next one soon. 

Flow is happening when time seems to stop. It brings 
people enjoyment, which is more important than pleasure: 
watching TV is pleasant but enjoyment requires engagement. 
Challenges that can be achieved, and enjoying the process of 
working towards it, can lead to enjoyment. What is needed is 
‘the ability to find rewards in the events of each moment.’57

Csikszentmihalyi believes flow maximises happiness and 
productivity, and therefore should be sought by individuals.58

‘Flow – the state in which people are so involved in an 
activity that nothing else seems to matter.’56

56  Csikszentmihalyi, 

2002: 4.
57  Csikszentmihalyi,  

2002: 19.
58  Scott and Mann, 

2010: 112. 



Not everyone experiences flow. It is often experienced through practising 
a skill. Connecting people to new skills could help unlock their potential to 
experience flow. A skills sampling scheme could work with existing sports 
organisations, life drawing classes, bridge groups, etc., and connect people to 
a variety of skill sources through a series of taster sessions. This could be 
done through an interactive website or as a series of events, or both. 

The idea of a skills exchange is already in practice; it’s a great combination 
of experiencing enjoyable, engaging activities, and socialising at the same 
time, without the involvement of money. There are still many who would 
like to be involved in such an activity but do not have the means to find 
an exchange partner - or the awareness that they could. For example, 
Rivie Baser in Israel has mastered an unusual ceramic jewellery process, 
the process of which will end with her unless she can teach someone else. 
Through a skills exchange, she can gain more social interaction, leave a 
larger legacy, and learn how to use her computer and mobile phone. Finding 
creative ways of bringing the idea to people like Rivie through appropriate 
channels would be empowering.

Opportunity for design: Skills Sampling and skill exchanges

4.1 and 2 Skills swap 

websites: LocalSkillSwap.

com and Gumtree.

4.3 A necklace made by 

Rivie Baser.
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Meaning

Meaning can be defined as having a clear link between effort 
and reward in work,59 or as serving something greater than 
you are.60

A day reconstruction study61 has revealed that while childcare 
was in fact not very pleasurable compared to watching TV, it 
was thought of as very rewarding. Powdthavee’s studies have 
shown that parents actually become less happy after having 
children and do not habituate until after the child is of school 
age.62 In this case, actual positive emotion is not a good 
measure of how good your life is. Raymond Angelo Belliotti, a 
professor of philosophy at SUNY Fredonia, makes the point 
that instead of pursuing happiness, it is more worthwhile to 
pursue meaning.63 Meaning does not habituate.

Since meaning is highly personal it is difficult to find a design 
opportunity in this area; however it is an important element of 
well-being and can be taken into consideration where relevant.

59  Malcolm Gladwell, 

Outliers: The Story of 

Success (New York : Little, 

Brown and Company, 

2008), 149-150.
60  Seligman, Ted Talks, 2004.
61  Study by Mathew 

White of Plymouth 

University and Paul Dolan 

of London School of 

Economics, Powdthavee, 

2011:163.
62  Powdthavee, 2011: 117.
63  Powdthavee, 2011: 164.

36 | Designing for Subjective Well-Being What does increase well-being | 37

4.4 Having children 

can be difficult but 

rewarding.



60% 
said people can 
be trusted

30% 
said people can 
be trusted

1950s 
 

2006
 

Relationships

According to Professor Robert Putnam, Harvard University, 
it is possible to make ‘a much stronger prediction between 
various forms of social capital and happiness than between 
wealth and happiness.’64 Social capital includes family and 
friendship ties. As Diener says, every happy person he has 
studied ‘without exception’ has strong personal relationships. 

‘This isn’t a correlation. This is a 
perfect relationship.’ 65

David Halpern, Tony Blair’s Advisor in 2006, believes ‘the 
simplest measure of social capital is to ask the question 
‘do you think people can be trusted?’ and if the answer is 
yes, then that individual has high social capital. But more 
importantly, if in a community or in a country people say yes, 
generally other people can be trusted, actually that’s telling 
you a lot about that society.’66

Denmark is one of the happiest countries in the world67  
and Danes have high social capital. In one study, questions 
asked included whether they expected to have a lost wallet 
returned to them and if they had faith in their government, 
indicating trust within society. Danes scored highly on both 
counts, while Americans did not68 (and are not one of the 
happiest countries).

What promotes trust within society? The answer is not known 
but would be a valid area of action with design potential.

64  The Happiness 

Formula, 2006: Episode 5.
65  Ibid.
66  Ibid.
67  World Database of 

Happiness (2000-8), Scott 

and Mann, 2010: 100-1.
68  Pawelski, 2011: 52.
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4.5 How trusting 

Britain is compared to 

the 1950s.



Infectious Happiness

Another factor that affects your happiness is an increase in 
happiness of someone close to you. Fowler and Christakis did 
an important study published in the British Medical Journal 
in 2008. They found that one person would become 25% 
happier with life if one of their friends who lives within a mile 
of us became happier with his or hers. Friends from further 
away or a work colleagues’ happiness has no effect – it’s 
the frequency of contact and proximity that counts.69 This 
‘happiness bug’ can affect up to three degrees of separation. If 
one group of people are made happier, they will spread their 
happiness. It is sometimes argued that happiness is relative, 
and unhappy people are needed to have happy people. This 
study gives hope that this isn’t the case, and that everyone can 
become happier together. 

A barrier for spreading the ‘happiness bug’ in London is that people 
don’t necessarily have friends who live within a mile. We have a poor 
community culture and often have to commute to work, cutting down 
on our opportunities to make friends who live close by.  And as we know, 
relationships are vital to well-being. Friendship, on its own, is not a strong 
enough reason for time-poor Londoners to form communities: communities 
could be formed through bonding over a particular activity. For example, 
tennis players who frequent a club become communities too (p84). Rock 
climbing is less common, so that people travel a long way to do this activity. 
The limitation of the lack of proximity hinders the level of involvement that 
would turn the rock climbers into a strong community. The ideal channel 
through which a community is built will vary from place to place; to do a 
design project on community building, research of a specific place is needed. 
Learning a skill often can help boost subjective well-being, so the means may 
be through a sport or other hobby.

On top of finding a site-appropriate means for attracting locals, a good café 
would need to accompany it. In the observations during this project, cafés 
always seem to accompany communities. 

This opportunity is almost community activism; the designed elements are 
its planning as a programme of events, its advertising, its physical location, 
the material props that are used, and the communication of the project, 
which may serve in turn to inspire another group of people to form their 
own activity-based communities. 

Opportunity for design: Community Building

69  Powdthavee, 2011: 178.

4.6 The happiness bug.

4.7 (overleaf) Albert 

Road Recreation 

Ground cafe, a 

community hub in 

North London.
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Relaxation

Professor Angela Clowm is a psychophysiologist from the 
University of Westminster. According to her studies, ‘chilling 
out, taking time off for short periods of time, can have a 
real positive impact.’70 Breaks have a measurable effect on 
the presence of the stress hormone cortisol. Stress is not 
necessarily at odds with having a satisfying life, but it is a 
reason to take breaks. 

Taking breaks can reduce stress-related problems as well as promote good 
moods, important for life satisfaction. There are already laws about breaks 
in the workplace, but often office workers take their break at their desk 
because of the social pressure to continue working through lunch. Having 
a space close to the office but outside of it especially for eating may help 
to break the taboo. While eating, colleagues could have informal meetings 
about their work. This communication would enhance their productivity 
by understanding their work in a different way, and also lift their moods, 
enabling them to enjoy work more. This could take form as an interiors 
design project or as a designed campaign to break the lunch break taboo.

Opportunity for design: Lunch Breaks

70  The Happiness 

Formula, 2006: Episode 3.
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4.8 Separate eating 

area for Les Machines 

de L’Ile project, Nantes, 

France, 2010.



Perception and Appreciating the Small Things

Sister Halina Kaczanowska is a nun of the School Sisters of 
Notre Dame, from the famous study mentioned earlier, and 
is 102.  What’s her secret? ‘Just be satisfied with everything 
that’s coming to you. Accept: be acceptable to everything.’71   

A positive experience depends on perspective. ‘A reassuring 
memory, a pleasant chat with a friend, a comforting cup of 
tea, a quick walk, doing an absorbing crossword’72 all count as 
positive experiences as long as they are viewed that way.

Building up positive experiences will help us deal with negative 
ones. Ilona Boniwell, psychologist, Oxford Brookes University, 
says ‘we usually think that positive emotion is something 
momentary; it comes and goes…[however] we know from 
research that positive emotions enhance our resilience.’73

Maureen Gaffney is a psychologist who came up with 
the idea of a ‘flourishing ratio’.  An individual with three 
positive experiences to every one negative experience (3:1) 
will be managing their life. If the ratio becomes 5:1, they 
flourish. Below 3:1 and they enter into a cycle of negativity. 
Flourishing is a desired state of happiness and productivity.74 
The ratio ‘works no matter how great the negatives or how 
small the positives.’75

Our perception of reality is made by our attitudes. ‘There 
is no emotion but thinking makes it so… it’s our cognitive 
appraisal of the event that makes all the difference.’76  Two 
people can have the same thing happen to them yet can have 
two completely different feelings as a result. Cognitive appraisal 
is usually unconscious and instantaneous but it is possible for 
clinicians to help patients restructure their perceptions of what 
happens to them in a more positive way.77

71  The Happiness 

Formula, 2006: Episode 1.
72  “Why Negative 

Emotions Can Be Our 

Best Friends,” Psychologies 

Magazine [London], Nov. 

2011: 96. 
73  The Happiness 

Formula, 2006: Episode 1.
74  Psychologies Magazine, 

Nov. 2011: 96.
75  Ibid.
76  Scott and Mann, 

2010: 48.
77  Scott and Mann, 

2010: 49.
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4.9-13 thxthxthx.com, a 

thank you note each day.
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Opportunity for design: Gratitude and Taking Notice

Practising acceptance is an attitude, one that requires training; again this 
could be taught through a centre for well-being as discussed (p15).

One way of encouraging people to count their blessings is an installation 
where people whisper something like ‘thank you to the lady on the bus for 
smiling at me today, it got me off to a good start’ - and then the recorded 
whispers will be heard quietly from another point in the square. 

4.15 Count your 

blessings installation 

in Bishop’s Square, 

Spitalfields.
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Religion helps a great many people find happiness and a 
sense of well-being, but for secular individuals, what are 
the solutions? Religious traditions have been practiced for 
centuries; there must be some worth to these traditions 
beyond spirituality or they surely would not have survived.78 
There is potential for adapting some traditions for a secular 
audience. For example, counting your blessings, a Christian 
tradition, is an attitude that helps appreciate what one already 
has: anyone could benefit from this if it is de-spiritualised.

4.14 The Pantheon in 

Rome, 2011.

78  Jenni Russell, “Oh 

come, all ye faithless, we 

all need a little ritual,” The 

Sunday Times [London], 

18 Dec. 2011.



Things I’m 

Grateful
For

Today Browse Random

I didn’t get rained on

Existing design based on counting blessings is Happy Rambles. Subscribers 
receive a message every day prompting them to list three things that they 
are grateful for, and old entries are listed at random in the message. It could 
be recommended by therapists as a tool for awareness. However, after a 
week the novelty of sending an email about what is appreciated about the 
day wears off. Doing this through technological means somehow cheapens 
the experience; putting what is important into digital text and sending it out 
into the ether is not attractive to everyone. I would prefer to approach the 
project through designing activities that are more subtle than translating the 
psychologist’s therapies directly into applications. Here is a sketch of an app 
with a similar purpose to Happy Rambles. I would not want to use an app 
for important feelings, so this design route is a dead end within this project.

Count Your Blessings

4.16 Sketch of ‘Things 

I’m Grateful For’ app.

4.17 Happy Rambles 

website.
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Bhutan

What might happen if the politics of a country were shaped 
around happiness? This is the case in Bhutan, where the 
absolute monarch’s priority was happiness over economic 
growth. He ‘restricted advertising in general on the ground 
that it can lead to higher expectations for individuals’79 
and took good care of the environment, banned MTV and 
wrestling match programmes and tobacco, and made sure 
free healthcare and education was available to everyone. As a 
result, in 2006, Bhutan was ranked the 8th happiest country in 
the world.80

Jigmi Thinley, Home & Cultural Affairs Minister of Bhutan, said 
‘sometimes we wonder when we look to the industrialised 
world… at the developed world, whether there is in fact an 
advancement in terms of civilisation, or whether there has 
been a de-civilization, because civilisation has to do…with 
the development of the human individual, the mind, the finer 
aspects of humanity, and… those are lost.’81

‘Government ministers have held back development 
to safeguard inner peace.’ 82

Opportunity for design: Utopia film or Department for Happiness

Design the utopian society where the maximum amount of people have high 
subjective well-being. Making a film about this society and the ways they are 
able to maintain their well-being may inspire people to take charge of their 
own happiness. 

Bhutan has inspired some reporters to suggest a Department for Happiness 
in England, in the light of the Happiness Index Campaign.83 84 A potential 
design project could be to design this Department of Happiness. This could 
either be designed in order to propose seriously to politicians, or it could 
be presented as if it were already real, to gauge people’s reactions.

79  Powdthavee, 2011: 183-4.
80  “University of Leicester 

produces the first-ever 

world map of happiness,” 

eurekalert.org, 27 Jul. 

2006, 13 Jan. 2012 

<http://www.eurekalert.org/

pub_releases/2006-07/

uol-uol072706.php>.
81  The Happiness 

Formula, 2006: Episode 2.
82  Ibid.

83  Karen Kaplan, 

“Happiness should be a 

top government priority, 

expert says”, Los Angeles 

Times, 28 Sept. 2011, 

21 Dec. 2011, <http://

www.latimes.com/health/

boostershots/la-heb-happiness-

statistic-20110928,0,4554373.

story>.
84  Amanda Aronczyk, 

“The Department of 

Happiness”, Marketplace, 

10 Oct. 2011, 21 

Dec. 2011 <http://www.

marketplace.org/topics/business/

economy-40/department-

happiness>.
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4.18 Department for 

Happiness.



Diener’s Recipe for Happiness

Here are summaries from Diener, Seligman and 
Csikszentmihalyi of their ideas on life satisfaction. The 
psychologists are in a way telling people what to aim 
for if they want to be happy. These summaries draw 
a profile of an aspirational life; the user group to be 
designed for in this project would aspire to that profile.

Csikszentmihalyi’s Ingredients For Life Satisfaction

‘There is no…magic key that is always going to 
make you happy. Rather there’s a recipe… a set of 
ingredients that has to be put together in the correct 
way in each person’s life.  And we now know some of 
those ingredients.

Good social relationships
Meaning (which may come from religion, or may 
come from philosophy of life)

Having goals that are interesting to work on, and 
which use your strengths and abilities so you find 
working on your long-term goals fun and enjoyable.’85 

‘Such individuals lead vigorous lives,

are open to a variety of experiences,
keep on learning until the day they die,

and have strong ties and commitments to other 
people and the environment in which they live.

They enjoy whatever they do, even if tedious or difficult;

they are hardly ever bored,
and they can take in stride anything that comes 
their way.

…they are in control of their lives.’86

85  The Happiness 

Formula, 2006: Episode 6.
86  Csikszentmihalyi, 

2002: 10.
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Seligman’s Three Kinds of Happy Lives

The Pleasant Life 
‘A life in which you have as much positive emotion 
as you possibly can, and the skills to amplify it.’ This 
is hedonistic. Unfortunately pleasant experiences are 
habituated to so they lose their merit. 

The Good Life 
‘The life in your work, your parenting, your love, your 
leisure; time stops for you,’ in other words, being able 
to be in flow. The recipe is ‘knowing what your high 
strengths are… and then recrafting your life to use them 
as much as you possibly can [in your work, love and play 
areas of your life].’ By using your strengths, ‘what you get 
is not more smileyness… you get more absorption.’

The Meaningful Life 
This is the Good Life but with meaning – using your 
strengths to serve something larger than you. The 
pursuit of meaning is the strongest contributor to life 
satisfaction according to Seligman. 

Seligman’s ideal is if all three come together at once.87

56 | Designing for Subjective Well-Being What does increase well-being | 57

MEANING

‘With technology, entertainment and design, we 
can actually increase the amount of tonnage of 
human happiness on the planet… if [technology, 
entertainment and design] can increase positive 
emotion, eudaimonia, and flow and meaning, what 
we’re all doing together will become good enough.’ 89

87  Seligman, Ted Talks, 2004. 
88    Ibid.
89    Ibid.

Opportunity for design: Seligman’s Interventions

Seligman suggests some therapies that anyone can try without having to pay 
for a therapist.88

The Gratitude Visit
Who have you not thanked properly for something big in your life? Write 
a 300 word testimonial to them, then visit them and read it aloud. Have a 
good cry together. Both of you will then be happier and less depressed over 
the next few months.

The Strengths Date
With your partner, identify your character strengths, and then design an 
evening where you both use your top strengths. This strengthens your 
relationship as well as making more opportunities for flow.

Philanthropy
The good feeling from philanthropy lasts longer than from pure fun. 
Volunteer to help others; giving time to other people makes you happier 
than giving money to them, and at the same time helps them.

4.19 Three kinds of 

happy lives.



Considering many of these findings, the BBC ran a programme 
called Making Slough Happy in 2005.90 Psychologists, effective 
workplace strategists, community experts, artists and 
economists got together to help make Slough a happier place 
through a variety of means. One of the approaches was a 
group dinner version of Seligman’s ‘gratitude visit’, where 
letters of gratitude were read aloud in front of everyone 
present. Bottled feelings were aired and relationships seemed 
to become stronger.

They also underwent therapies that drew attention to 
appreciating what they had, making their attitudes more 
positive. Some also were in a fun choir – singing can lift 
moods for some.

Richard Reeves was a writer and economist at the time the 
programme was filmed. Now, he is a Special Advisor to Nick 
Clegg, Deputy Prime Minister. Memorably he got staff to 
dance in the aisles of supermarkets, and stood on a pedestal 
outside, saying through a loudspeaker, ‘free flower and the 
secret to happiness’. It is exciting that someone who has 
worked a great deal on well-being works directly with those 
in power.

Making Slough Happy has shown that it is possible to teach 
happiness to a certain extent: participants were persuaded to 
use the manifesto (overleaf) on top of all the other activities, 
and together it did make a difference. 

Making Slough Happy

90  Making Slough Happy, 

BBC Two, London, 15 Nov. 

2005 – 6 Dec. 2005.
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4.20-21 Stills from 

Making Slough Happy.



Cut your TV viewing in half.

Making Slough Happy Manifesto

Plant something and nurture it.
Count your blessings – at least 5 – 
at the end of the day.

Take time to talk – have an hour-
long conversation with a loved one 
each week.

Phone a friend whom you have not 
spoken to for a while and arrange to 
meet up.

Give yourself a treat every day and 
take the time to really enjoy it.

Have a good laugh at least once a day.

Smile at and/or say hello to a stranger at 
least once a day.

Spread some kindness – do a good 
turn for someone every day.
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Get physical – exercise for half an hour 
three times a week.

4.22 Happiness 

Manifesto.



{Chapter Five}

Existing Related Work



This is a recent project described as ‘a movement for 
positive social change’.91 Richard Layard is one of its 
founders, and Nic Marks of the New Economics Foundation 
is involved. They run lectures, have a very informative 
website including a manifesto for society, and connect 
people to groups working for happiness – for example, The 
Kindness Offensive92 is featured for London.  A Happiness 
Action Pack93 is also available to download. It contains 
practical guidelines for activities such as appreciating a few 
good things about your life every day.  Action for Happiness 
is a source of inspiration for people who want to make a 
change in the happiness of society by changing themselves, 
and is a good platform for making useful connections. 

Action for Happiness

91  Action for Happiness, 

13 Dec. 2011 <http://

www.actionforhappiness.

org/>.
92  The Kindness 

Offensive, 2011, 4 

Jan. 2012, <http://

thekindnessoffensive.

com/>.
93  Happiness Action 

Pack, Action for 

Happiness, 4 Jan. 

2012, <http://www.

actionforhappiness.org/

media/80216/action_for_

happiness_-_happiness_

action_pack_v3.pdf>.

5.1 and 5.2 Action For 

Happiness website.
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Uscreates could be called a ‘service design’94 company; they 
call themselves a ‘social change agency’.95 As part of Action 
for Happiness, they did a project to develop a DIY Happiness 
game96 in collaboration with South London and Maudsley,97 

using a high amount of user input to design. The game involves 
players swapping tips on happiness and was toured around 
London in local halls in 2011.  This idea raises awareness of 
other people’s ways of happiness and incorporates ideas from 
positive psychology.

DIY Happiness by Uscreates

94  “What is service 

design?” Design Council, 

2010, 4 Jan. 2012, 

<http://www.designcouncil.

org.uk/about-design/Types-

of-design/Service-design/

What-is-service-design/>.
95  “About Uscreates,” 

Uscreates, 2010, 4 Jan. 

2012, <http://www.

uscreates.com/about_

uscreates>.
96  “DIY Happiness,” 

Uscreates, 2010, 4 

Jan. 2012 <http://

www.uscreates.com/

case_studies/diy-

happiness?offset=1>.
97  South London 

and Maudsley, NHS 

Foundation Trust, 4 Jan. 

2012 <http://www.slam.

nhs.uk/>.

5.3-5 DIY Happiness 

game by Uscreates.
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Martin Seligman has put together a compilation of 
psychological tests on one website,  Authentic Happiness.98 
The tests used are the ones from accredited studies by 
Seligman and other positive psychologists including Diener. 
Users can create profiles that keep a record of their results 
and can retake tests to find their progress. People can use 
these tests to identify their key character strengths, which 
Seligman believes can enhance lives if they are made proper 
use of.99

Online tests are impersonal, and not the ideal assessment, but 
are accessible and can help people understand themselves. In 
this way, Seligman has made basic positive psychology available 
to anyone interested for free.  Although this website is not 
strictly a design project, making information highly accessible 
in order to get individuals involved is an achievement. 

Seligman has also written a book to elaborate on this 
information. It is not quite a self-help book, but self-help 
books are a popular method of communicating ways of 
well-being. I would prefer to design something that improves 
well-being indirectly, that cannot be taken for a fad as some 
self-help books are.

Authentic Happiness

98  Martin Seligman, 

“Authentic Happiness,” 

The Trustees of the 

University of Pennsylvania, 

2006, 13 Dec. 2011

<http://www.

authentichappiness.sas.

upenn.edu/Default.aspx>.
99  Seligman, Ted Talks, 2004.

5.6 Screen grab from 

Seligman’s online 

character test.

68 | Designing for Subjective Well-Being Existing related work | 69



A Masters student of Delft, Hans Ruitenberg, has written a 
thesis on ‘Design for Subjective Well Being’.100 His outcome 
was a system, Tinytask, which prompted people to expose 
themselves to new experiences.

New Experiences

100  Hans Ruitenberg, 

Design For Subjective 

Well Being, 26 

May 2010, 4 Jan. 

2012, <http://

designinghappiness.

files.wordpress.

com/2010/05/abstract_

hansruitenberg1.pdf>.

5.7 Tinytask system, 

Hans Ruitenberg.
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{Chapter Six}

Activities of this Project



Cardboard Bashing Experiments

The first experiment during this project involved exploring 
satisfaction through violence. This took place before the 
idea of subjective well-being was found.  A cardboard 
dummy was made and participants were given a mallet. 
They were told to hit the dummy until they felt something. 
Some of the participants were given a cardboard box 
instead of a dummy to find if there was a difference 
depending on what was hit. Perhaps disturbingly, seven out 
of the eight participants felt satisfaction. 

Unintentionally, this experiment raised questions about 
morality. One participant was particularly angry with 
someone, so during the experiment she imagined that she 
was hitting the person. She did not display as much abandon 
as the others, and hit the dummy deliberately but more 
gently. Most of the others who hit the dummy felt some 
guilt that they were hurting a human figure. Those who 
hit the cardboard box were glad they did not have that 
guilt implication. They imagined the box to be representing 
something: a laptop, or a metaphor for their stress and anger. 
By hitting the box, they were gaining control over an issue 
in their own minds. This was not the case for the dummy 
hitters. For them it was more about an outburst of violence 
to express their frustration. 

Satisfaction through violence is an unsavoury part of human 
nature. Psychologist Adam Phillips says that ‘cruelty can make 
people happy’101 and therefore humans should not have a right 
to pursue happiness, because it would lead to destruction. 
While this rings true, that does not mean that the majority of 
people shouldn’t seek well-being and attain it through non-
destructive means.

Satisfaction of this kind is fascinating, but its effect is limited 
to momentary feeling and does not have an impact on the big 
picture of a person’s life. This experiment helped clarify the 
difference between the passing feeling of satisfaction and life 
satisfaction. Choosing to design to improve life satisfaction 
addresses the designer’s social responsibility in a way that 
designing for passing satisfaction does not. 

101  Adam Phillips, “Over 

the moon: Adam Phillips 

on the happiness myth”, 

The Guardian, 4 Sept. 

2010, 22 Dec. 2011 

<http://www.guardian.

co.uk/books/2010/

sep/04/adam-phillips-the-

happiness-myth>.

See Appendix for the 

Cardboard Bashing Films.
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6.1, 6.2 and 6.3 

(overleaf) Cardboard 

Bashing Experiments.





Satisfaction Booklets

Keri Smith is an illustrator who has published books that 
people can fill in themselves with their own drawings, 
prompted by her.102 A quick booklet was made that was a 
cross between one of these books and a research booklet. 
The result was that some people enjoyed filling it out more, 
and some wouldn’t do it at all because it involved drawing. 
Only 5 out of 20 booklets were returned despite carefully 
selecting a range of people. 

From these five booklets, a rudimentary satisfaction scale 
was put together of examples of satisfying actions. Their 
ideas illustrated what was very satisfying and what was only 
a bit satisfying.

102  Keri Smith, Finish This 

Book (London: Penguin, 

2011).
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6.4-6 Finish This Book, 

Keri Smith.

6.7 and 6.8 Satisfaction 

Booklets.



Peeling wallpaper off walls when you’re redecorating.

The sound of taking off a beer bottle cap.

Slamming a door, hard.

Slapping someone you’re angry with.

Popping bubblewrap.

A long overdue haircut.

A cup of tea at the end of a difficult day.

Having a good scream.

Winning a national award for your work.

A compliment about something you really mde an effort with.

Having a child (after the birth).

Feeding your family.

Teaching yourself a skill and enjoying what you can do with it.

Getting a job you really wanted or getting into university.

0    1    2    3    4    5    6    7    8    9   10

Satisfaction Scale
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6.9-10 Satisfaction 

Booklets.

6.11 Satisfaction Scale.



Satisfying Experiences Films

To learn more about what might be satisfying to people, three 
different experiences were filmed and the participants were 
interviewed about how the experience affects their lives.

Anat chose coffee as her satisfying experience. For her, having 
coffee in a café outside of her home is satisfying because it 
is a rare moment of peace away from the distractions and 
work at home and in the studio. She repeats this moment of 
escapism as a treat to herself amidst busy days.

Annie, Charlie and Matt go rock climbing. Reaching the top 
of a wall is a very tangible satisfaction. To further their skills, 
they must try more and more difficult climbing challenges. 
For Matt, the most experienced climber, it is a great passion 
and he climbs to be distracted from other daily activities. 
Matt experiences Csikszentmihalyi’s ‘flow’, enjoys challenging 
himself and developing his skill, and has the opportunity to 
socially interact with the rock climbing community in the 
process: these are the elements that would theoretically make 
for a satisfying experience, and in this case they have. 
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See Appendix for the 

Satisfying Experiences 

Films.

6.12 Anat and coffee.

6.13 Charlie and Annie 

rock climbing.



John plays tennis and the same applies to him. The tennis 
players are a social network and John is passionate about 
developing his skill at the same time. He has a huge sense of 
achievement when he wins and enjoys honing his skill in the 
moment as well.
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6.14 John and tennis.



An Ultimate Satisfying Experience

Tamir is ten years old and, once he understood the concept of 
satisifaction, reflected that he finds satisfaction from blogging. 
Together he and I made a fantasy film of what his ultimate 
satisfying blogging experience would be. We made criteria and 
wrote a storyboard to reflect this. Making the film itself was 
satisfying because we were learning together how to make a 
film, and there was a tangible output to show others. 

The feedback from this film was that some viewers were 
upset to hear that a child’s idea of satisfaction was being a 
great blogger. The level of social interaction is only what the 
internet can provide, which is limited. What does this say 
about the future generations who have been brought up 
spending perhaps too much time with technology and not 
enough on face-to-face contact? 

Look Lior, six million views on my website today... 

An Ultimate Satisfying Experience: Tamir’s Blog

...down by a million views. Ahh, I love Apple. 

These ads are very nice. They’ve made 
me six thousand pounds! 

I liked making blogs before, but now I 
make money, it’s even better. 

I like seeing more and more visitors to 
my blog every day.

I’m so glad that David Cameron 
mentioned my blog on TV yesterday.

86 | Designing for Subjective Well-Being Activities of this project | 87

See Appendix for the 

Ultimate Satisfying 

Experience Film.

6.15 Tamir and blogging.



{Conclusion}



It is not possible to make people satisfied. Each person must 
take responsibility for their own subjective well-being. There 
is no single invention that would work to create well-being 
for everyone; if there were it would have been invented by 
now.  As a designer, I can only make known paths to happiness 
more accessible to people; it is up to individuals whether they 
choose to respond or not. 

Positive psychology can be used as a springboard for design 
ideas; it is relevant now more than ever in light of the recent 
riots and protests, symbols of dissatisfaction within society. 

While a permanent state of happiness is not possible, overall 
subjective well-being leads to a host of benefits. Subjective 
well-being can be improved through relationships, attitude, 
meaning, relaxation, living close by to a happy friend and 
experiencing ‘flow’. Wealth, materialism and winning are 
sometimes predicated to lead to happiness but do not 
necessarily. Well-being is becoming a political issue; this 
worked well for Bhutan, now perhaps it will work for the UK. 

The main design opportunities lie within connecting people 
to each other and rewarding activities, be that through a 
well-being centre, a skills sampling scheme, or by building 
a community.  Aiming to increase awareness of well-being’s 
importance can be done through designing a Department for 
Happiness or a ‘count your blessings’ installation.

Service and systems designers such as Uscreates have designed 
for happiness in the past but not many other designers seem 
to address the issue directly, perhaps because it may not 
be obvious from the outcome that well-being was its aim. I 
like the idea of people’s well-being increasing without them 
making a conscious effort to ‘be happier’.  An entirely literal 
interpretation of the ideas of positive psychology, such as an 
app that could be used as a therapy, may not be as interesting 
as a design outcome that deals with well-being indirectly.
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The most likely route for continuation is through designing 
a service with a community being built as a by-product. 
This could take the form of a service design project where 
a programme of events focused on music in the London 
postcode N11 is strategically designed. This could involve a 
choir and the existing local pub open mic night; an interactive 
website connecting current musical activity in the area 
would further community forming. It is likely that props or 
a toolkit would be needed for the events programme, so 
there would be some physical design involved. Graphically 
designed advertising would be needed to get people to join in. 
During the events, participants can be interviewed to subtly 
measure whether a difference has been made to their well-
being: asking people about their well-being through a survey 
would draw attention to the project’s aims too clearly and 
introduce a pressure to be happier. Documenting the events 
with film would let the idea reach a wider audience online, 
showing how others could form a community where they 
live too.  Action for Happiness may provide a good platform 
for reaching an interested network of viewers. In this way, 
not only would a series of music events be designed for N11, 
but a template for community building that others can use 
will have been designed too, potentially improving well-being 
throughout our society. 
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Moments of Satisfaction 00:34
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Ultimate Blogging Experience 00:37
Satisfying Coffee Film 02:17
Satisfying Climbing Film 04:06
Satisfying Tennis Film 05:50
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